Jesus’ Last Words from the Cross #1

“A Word of Absolution”

Luke 23:34

Famous final words. See if you can recognize any of these: 

· “I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country,” Nathan Hale, American spy, hanged by British
· “All my possessions for a moment of time,” Elizabeth I, Queen of England.
· “I’m bored with it all,” Winston Churchill, before slipping into a coma and dying nine days later.
· “Die, my dear? Why, that's the last thing I'll do!”  Groucho Marx
· “I am ready,” Woodrow Wilson, 28th President of the United States
· “Go on, get out! Last words are for fools who haven't said enough!” Karl Marx, asked by his housekeeper what his last words were.

Sometimes these are humorous, sometimes poignant, and sometimes just tragic. But you will never find more significant final words than those of our Savior at Calvary. Because of the physical rigors of crucifixion, Christ spoke only with great difficulty during His final hours on the cross.
 Scripture records only seven brief sayings. No single gospel recorded all of them; together, however, they present the complete account. As one author put it, “Four voices form one symphony.”


These are significant because, in the words of John Stott, they give us “an insider’s view of what was happening through the eyes of Jesus himself.”
 Warren Wiersbe puts it this way: “When our Lord was doing His greatest work on earth, He was uttering some of His greatest words. These seven last words from the cross are windows that enable us to look into eternity and see the heart of God.”


Because no one Gospel records all of these statements, there is some uncertainty as to their chronological order. Most scholars agree, though, that the first of these final statements of Jesus is recorded in Luke 23:34, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they are doing.” It is worth noting that there is some textual doubt about this prayer. Leon Morris notes, “It is absent from many of the best manuscripts and some critics argue that it must be rejected, since it would scarcely have been omitted if genuine. Against that is the fact that other very good manuscripts do attest it… We should accept the words as genuine.”
 Let’s consider three truths within these words of absolution.

Jesus’ Restraint 

The first truth to be uncovered is Jesus’ restraint. When Christ did speak in those final hours before He gave up His life, it was clear that His mind was not on revenge—not even on self-defense. Forgiveness was the predominant theme of His thoughts throughout the whole ordeal of His crucifixion.
 

As God the Son, He could have called legions of angels to rescue Him (Matt. 26:53).  As the perfect man, He had every right to object to the way He was being mistreated. John MacArthur writes,

If anyone ever had good reason not to forgive, it was the Lord Jesus. He was the ultimate and only true victim—totally innocent of any wrongdoing. He never wronged another individual, never spoke a lie, never committed an unkind or unloving act, never broke the law of God, never had an impure thought. He never yielded to any evil temptation whatsoever.


Though He had the power and the right to exact vengeance on His enemies, He instead showed restraint. How do you think that would go over today, in a world where we fight for our rights and live by the creed, “I don’t get mad, I get even”? Things weren’t much different in his day, as Wiersbe points out, “Did you know that the Romans worshiped revenge? Revenge was one of their gods. Our Lord Jesus Christ did not worship revenge, nor should we.”


As uncommon as it was in His day (and in our own day), Jesus displayed true gentleness. He said of Himself in Matthew 11:29, “I am gentle and humble in heart…” James 3:27 describes wisdom from heaven as “gentle,” and one commentator explains,
The word translated gentle comes from the Greek word, epieikes (ep-ee-i-KACE). Scholars are agreed that this is one of the most difficult, if not the most difficult, words in the Greek language to translate… This word epieikes conveys the idea of temper​ing justice with mercy… Epieikes conveys the idea of being willing to go the second mile, of being always willing to forgive regardless of the circumstances and of extending kindness to one’s enemies. Jesus Christ is the only person who ever personi​fied epieikes perfectly. This He did at Calvary. On the cross He tempered justice with mercy. Justice demanded death and hell for every man. Through His sacrifice, the Lord met the demands of justice and provided the gift of eternal redemption for all who are willing to accept it in faith. It was on the cross that Jesus went the second mile in order to establish peace between God and man. He made forgiveness, God’s divine forgiveness, available to man. Jesus showed kindness for His enemies as He prayed, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing” [Luke 23:34, NASB].

Jesus’ Request


Now let’s consider Jesus’ request: “Father, forgive them…” His first word on the cross was a prayer for the forgiveness of his executioners. Think how remarkable this was. His physical and emotional sufferings had already been almost intolerable. He may well have cried out in pain, but his first word is a prayer for his enemies. The two criminals beside him curse and swear. But not Jesus. He practices what he has preached in the Sermon on the Mount: “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you” (Luke 6:27-28).


Even more incredible is a fact I hadn’t known before this past week. Chuck Swindoll points out,

Jesus offers this prayer of intercession more than once. Luke 23:34 introduces Jesus’ words with this phrase: “But Jesus was saying.” Another way of translating this from the original text, which conveys the idea of continued past action, would be to say that “Jesus was continually saying, ‘Father, forgive them…Father, forgive them…Father, again I ask You, forgive them!’” In other words, He prayed it over and over, con​tinuing to intercede for the transgressors.


Think of it! Over and over Jesus was praying for their forgiveness…when they scourged Him…when they mocked Him…when they punched Him and spit on Him…when they nailed Him to the cross…when they gambled for His clothing as they callously waited for Him to die.


Earlier in our service we read Isaiah 53, one of the clearest prophecies of how the Messiah would suffer. One prediction that is not often highlighted from this text is found in the very last phrase of the chapter, in verse 12: 

Therefore I will give him a portion among the great, and he will divide the spoils with the strong, because he poured out his life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors. For he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors [emphasis added]. 


Keil and Delitzsch write in their classic Old Testament commentary,

Every word stands here as if written beneath the cross on Golgotha. And this is the case with the clause before us, which was fulfilled…in the prayer of the crucified Saviour: “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.”
 

Under the most extreme circumstances, Jesus focused His love and attention on those who deserved it least. Forgiveness is what the cross is all about; and of course forgiveness is not cheap; it is very expen​sive. It cost Jesus Christ His life.

This does not mean, however, that Jesus’ request automatically wiped out the sin of those who participated in His death. As MacArthur explains,

“Father, forgive them” was not a prayer for immediate, unconditional, indiscriminate forgiveness of everyone who participated in Christ’s crucifixion. Rather, it was a plea on behalf of those who would repent and trust Him as their Lord and Savior. Jesus was praying that when they came to grips with the enormity of what they had done and sought God’s forgiveness for it, He would not hold it against them. Forgiveness does not belong to those who stubbornly persist in unbroken unbelief and sin and rebellion. Those who carried their steely hatred of Him to the grave were not absolved from their crime by this prayer… So Christ was praying for those who would repent of their evil deed.


Yet even the fact that Jesus made this request is remarkable considering the amount of pain and shame He suffered—unjustly—at the hands of the very people He is praying for!

Jesus’ Realization


Why did Jesus ask the Father to forgive them? “…for they don’t know what they’re doing.” They didn’t realize the significance of their actions. Today we’d say, “They don’t have a clue.” It hadn’t dawned on them that the hands and feet they have nailed to the cross are the hands and the feet of the Son of God. They haven’t the fog​giest idea that the body they have nailed to those timbers is the spotless Lamb of God, who is taking away the sins of the world.


This truth was dramatically portrayed in a song entitled, “The Hammer,” from the perspective of one of the Roman soldiers at the foot of the cross:
I was in the crowd the day that Jesus died
And as He hung upon the cross His mother cried
I saw the crown of thorns He wore, the stripes upon His back
The water and the blood ran out and then the sky turned black
My mind was filled with anger; my heart was filled with shame
This man brought only healing—who could bring Him pain?
Why does it seem the strong always victimize the weak?
And suddenly I found myself standing to my feet

And I cried, “Who nailed Him there—this Child of peace and mercy
Who nailed Him there? Come and face me like a man
Who nailed Him there?” And the crowd began to mock me
I cried, “Oh my God, I just don’t understand!”
Then I turned and saw the hammer in my hand.


Certainly Jesus had those Roman soldiers in mind when he uttered those words, but their impact did not stop there. John Nolland writes,

While the immediate contrast is between Jesus’ concern for his executioners and their disregard of him (as they cast lots to determine claim upon portions of his clothing), the scope of the prayer reaches to all who had a hand in securing Jesus’ present position upon the cross.


And that includes you and me. You see, it wasn’t just Judas Iscariot, Pontius Pilate, the Jewish authorities, and the Roman soldiers who put Jesus to death. He went to the cross for the sins of the whole world—yours and mine as well. We can all say with the final verse of “The Hammer,”

“I nailed Him there—this Child of peace and mercy—
I nailed Him there, I am the guilty man!
I nailed Him there with my sins and my transgressions.”
I cried, “Oh my God, now I understand!”
When I turned and saw the hammer in my hand.


As C. H. Spurgeon preached, “He prayed for you when you did not pray for yourself. He prayed for you when you were crucifying him.”
  On the cross, Jesus was praying for you and for me, that we might find God’s forgiveness.

How do these words of absolution from Jesus apply to us today? First of all, Jesus Himself is our pattern for forgiveness. On behalf of those who drove the nails through His hands, spit in His face, mocked Him, and crushed a crown of thorns onto His head, Jesus said, “Father, forgive them.” He is our role model.


You might think, “It was one thing for Christ to be so forgiving. He knew it was in God’s plan for Him to die. He had a mission to fulfill, and it involved His death. He understood all that from the beginning. Surely God does not expect me to suffer such wrongs so easily!”
But the manner of Christ’s dying is explicitly set forth as an example for every Christian to follow:

Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example for you to follow in His steps, who committed no sin, nor was any deceit found in His mouth; and while being reviled, He did not revile in return; while suffering, He uttered no threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him who judges righteously (1 Pet. 2:21–23).

“Okay, but no ordinary human being could do that,” you say to yourself. But look at this account recorded in Acts:

And Stephen, full of grace and power, was performing great wonders and signs among the people. Now when they heard this, they were cut to the quick, and they began gnashing their teeth at him. But being full of the Holy Spirit, he gazed intently into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God; and he said, “Behold, I see the heavens opened up and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” But they cried out with a loud voice, and covered their ears, and they rushed upon him with one impulse. And when they had driven him out of the city, they began stoning him... And they went on stoning Stephen as he called upon the Lord and said, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit!” And falling on his knees, he cried out with a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them!” And having said this, he fell asleep. [Acts 6:8; 7:54-60]

 

A transformed child of God—a man or woman whose life has been changed by the power of God—could pray such a prayer. In fact, saints down through the ages have done so, beginning with Stephen, the first martyr in the history of the church. With rocks and stones pummeling his body, Stephen graciously prayed, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them!” In other words, “Father, forgive them!”


This kind of evangelistic praying works, too. Consider Stephen’s words, which were no doubt heard by Saul of Tarsus, who later found forgiveness and became the great missionary pioneer of the first century. Down through the ages, other enemies of the cross have been brought to salvation through the prayers of those they persecuted.


Another application comes from the writing of A. W. Pink on this text:

In praying for his enemies not only did Christ set before us a perfect example of how we should treat those who wrong and hate us, but he also taught us never to regard any as beyond the reach of prayer. If Christ prayed for his murderers then surely we have encouragement to pray now for the very chief of sinners! Christian reader, never lose hope. Does it seem a waste of time for you to continue praying for that man, that woman, that wayward child of yours? Does their case seem to become more hopeless every day? Does it look as though they had gone beyond the reach of divine mercy? Perhaps that one you have prayed for so long has been ensnared by one of the Satanic cults of the day, or he may now be an avowed and blatant infidel, in a word, an open enemy of Christ. Remember then the cross. Christ prayed for his enemies. Learn then not to look on any as beyond the reach of prayer.


Finally, our attitude toward others can be changed as we see them through our Savior’s eyes.  His statement that “they don’t know what they’re doing” is not to be understand as an excuse for sin, but the realization that people in sin are themselves victims. They are enslaved to sin, their eyes blinded from the truth by Satan. Our battle is not against flesh and blood—people are not our enemies!  When we can see the unsaved as spiritual hostages, bound in captivity by Satan, we find it easier to pray for their release than to plot for their ruin.  We can pray this word of absolution for them in Christ.
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